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AN ARCHAIC IOWA TOMA- 
HAWK 


By M. R. HARRINGTON 


HIS remarkable old war-hatchet 


homa is not only unique in the 
collections of the Museum of the 
American Indian, Heye Foundation, as 
there is nothing like it from any tribe, but 
it is also especially interesting because the 
primitive method by which its slender, iron, 
celt-like blade is attached to its handle 
takes us back to the days before the toma- 
hawk, as we now know it, had ever been 
seen in America, and suggests a hitherto 
unsuspected method of hafting, for actual 
use, the long, slender, prehistoric copper 
celts often found in the Mississippi valley 
and the Gulf States—celts usually called 
“ceremonial.’””* 
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The handle of this implement, which re- 
_sembles closely that of many “ ball-headed” 


_war-clubs, is 19} inches long, made of some 


hard, fine-grained wood resembling maple, 
is rather flat, and tapers, gradually in- 
creasing in width from the pointed proximal 
end (near which is a hole for a wrist thong), 
to the distal end, where it makes a sharp 
curve, but instead of expanding into a ball 
at this point like a war-club, it continues at a 
right angle for about 24 inches, only slightly 
broader and thicker, and is there cut 
squarely across. On the outside of this 
curved part is carved in the round the figure 
of an otter, its head projecting beyond the 
square-cut end, its eyes made of little hol- 
low cylinders of copper driven into the 
wood, its four legs embracing the thickened 
portion and its tail extending back along the 
handle proper. The iron blade, 113 inches 
long, 2} inches wide at the bit and § inch 
at the poll, penetrates the thickened por- 
tion from end to end, entering just below 
the otter’s chin and emerging from the base 
ofits tail. It is embellished with hammered 
| dents forming wide, shallow notches along 
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projection at the tip of the poll and a per- 


intended for the suspension of feathers or 
other ornaments or symbols. The whole 
weapon shows the wear and polish of long 
handling, and seems to have been painted 
with aboriginal pigments in two colors at 
different times, the first being a dark brown, 
almost black, showing only where the sec- 
ond, a dull red, is worn away. Inplaces the 
pigment remaining has the caked appear- 
ance of dried blood. 

The tomahawk was found tied to the out- 
side of an old war-bundle, or wartxawe, 
containing various charms and medicines 


father, chief Ben Holloway, from whose an- 
generations. Little detailed information 
was remembered, but it is probable that 


the otter was the ‘dream helper” of- the 
original maker of the bundle—the animal 
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used in battle, when purchased from Frank | 
Kent, an Iowa Indian. He said it had at 
one time been the property of his wife’s | 


cestors it had descended for a number of | 


concerning the bundle or the tomahawk 


both edges, and is provided with a notched | 


foration nearer the handle, both perhaps | 
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that had appeared to him when he fasted 


for power as a youth, and that he carved! 


it in the handle of his war-hatchet to ac- 
quire for himself the otter’s power of swift 
| attack, as well as the benefit of its mystical 
connection with the ‘Medicine Dance.’” 
The otter was placed on the handle, the 
maker probably told his friends, in such a 
position that it could “see” the wound made 
in the enemy’s skull, and could also drink 
his blood. 


NOTES 
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